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1
TELEPHONY SERVICES FOR
PROGRAMMABLE MULTIMEDIA
CONTROLLER

RELATED APPLICATIONS

This application is a continuation of U.S. patent applica-
tion Ser. No. 11/519,981 entitled “Telephony Services for a
Programmable Multimedia Controller”, filed on Sep. 12,
2006, now issued as U.S. Pat. No. 8,687,037, which is hereby
incorporated by reference in its entirety.

This application is also related to U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 11/314,664, entitled “System and Method for a Pro-
grammable Multimedia Controller”, filed Dec. 20, 2005, and
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 11/314,112, entitled “Pro-
grammable Multimedia Controller With Programmable Ser-
vices”, filed Dec. 20, 2005, now issued as U.S. Pat. No.
9,153,125, both of which are hereby incorporated by refer-
ence in their entireties.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

The present invention relates generally to the fields of
multimedia and communications and, more specifically, to a
programmable multimedia controller for home, commercial,
professional audio or video, broadcast or film studio, security,
automation or other use which is capable of interfacing with,
controlling and managing a wide variety of audio, video,
telecommunications, data communications and other
devices.

2. Background Information

Many advanced telephony services developed within the
past 25 years or so, including two-party video calls, video-
conferencing and voicemail, originally required customers to
acquire special equipment (e.g., a videoconferencing system,
a voicemail system attached to a PBX, etc.) and the requisite
network bandwidth to support the services. In the case of
voicemail, telecommunications carriers eventually began to
offer that service to residential and wireless subscribers by
provisioning their central offices with large systems that
could support tens of thousands of subscribers. Telecommu-
nications carriers, prepaid calling card companies and others
profited by deploying voicemail services because subscribers
tend to make many additional calls and incur substantial
minutes of use in connection with voicemail. Text messaging
also emerged as a profitable offering which could be easily
deployed by wireless carriers and, accordingly, became
widely available.

However, video calls and videoconferencing have not
received similar treatment in the marketplace. A major reason
for this difference is that video calls and videoconferencing
have historically required special, often expensive, equip-
ment on the premises of each subscriber. That is, each sub-
scriber must have a video camera, a microphone, a display,
some type of controller and appropriate bandwidth to the
public switched telephone network (PSTN). Due to the
unwillingness of most non-business subscribers to pay the
significant costs associated with the necessary equipment,
especially in light of expected limited use, video calling and
videoconferencing did not historically achieve the broad-
based adoption and usage of voicemail.

More recently, some companies have introduced internet-
based services which allow persons to make video calls or
hold videoconferences using the Internet as opposed to the
PSTN. The iChat® service offered by Apple Computer, Inc.
and Instant Messenger with video by AOL are two examples
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of such a service. While those services generally perform
well, they do require a subscriber to have certain computer
hardware and software, as well as experience using a com-
puter, in order to function. More importantly, those services
are typically based on a particular technology claimed as
proprietary by a vendor and not on an open industry standard.
The absence of open standards creates barriers of incompat-
ibility between competing vendors’ offerings, which tends to
limit adoption and usage.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In brief summary, the present invention provides a multi-
media controller which may be programmed to provide
advanced, diverse telephony services including video phone
calls, audio and videoconferencing, voicemail, answering
machine and text messaging functions among others. The
present invention offers user interfaces which mimic the func-
tions and features of conventional telephone handsets,
answering machines or other familiar devices, thus enabling
users to operate and enjoy advanced telephony services by
relying primarily on knowledge that they already have about
standard household appliances and components. More spe-
cifically, using the present invention, a user who knows how
to use a television and a conventional telephone handset or
simple remote control may place or receive conference calls,
video calls or video conferences. In this fashion, the present
invention enables users to largely avoid complicated configu-
ration or setup procedures as well having to learn arcane
commands.

In accordance with another aspect of the present invention,
a touchscreen which is interfaced with the multimedia con-
troller may be used as a virtual telephone, intercom or other
communication or control device. By displaying a simulated
telephone keypad, intercom controls or other appropriate
controls on the touchscreen, a user may access both basic and
advanced features and functions in a way that is intuitive and
familiar.

In accordance with yet another aspect of the present inven-
tion, other devices including MP3 players or simple electro-
mechanical remote controls may be interfaced with the mul-
timedia controller and used to control various telephony or
other services.

In accordance with one aspect of the present invention,
desired telephony services may be readily programmed or
customized through a graphical programming environment
supported by a general purpose computer which forms a
portion of the multimedia controller or standing alone.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The invention description below refers to the accompany-
ing drawings, of which:

FIG. 1 is block diagram of a programmable multimedia
controller, interconnected to a number of devices, according
to an illustrative embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a schematic block diagram showing the high-level
hardware architecture of the multimedia controller of FIG. 1;

FIG. 3 shows a touchscreen configured as a virtual tele-
phone with a keypad and controls displayed;

FIG. 4 is a flowchart showing the major steps of processing
an outgoing telephone call using the multimedia controller of
FIG. 1,

FIG. 5 is a flowchart showing the major steps of processing
an incoming telephone call using the multimedia controller of
FIG. 1,
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FIG. 6 shows a touchscreen display configured as a virtual
telephone with a video call in progress;

FIG. 7 show a television screen configured to operate in
conjunction with the multimedia controller as a virtual tele-
phone which a user controls with a simple remote control; and

FIG. 8 shows a television screen configured to operate in
conjunction with the multimedia controller as a virtual tele-
phone which a user controls with a conventional telephone
handset.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF AN
ILLUSTRATIVE EMBODIMENT

FIG. 1 is a block diagram of a programmable multimedia
controller 100, interconnected to a number of devices,
according to an illustrative embodiment of the present inven-
tion. The term “programmable multimedia controller” should
be interpreted broadly as a device capable of controlling,
switching data between, and/or interoperating with a variety
of electronic devices, such as audio, video, telephony, data,
security, motor-driven, relay-driven, and/or other types of
electronic devices. By interacting with these devices the pro-
grammable multimedia controller may implement an inte-
grated multimedia control solution.

In the illustrative embodiment, the programmable multi-
media controller 100 is connected to a wide range of audio/
video components, for example, a compact disk (CD) player
105, a digital versatile disc (DVD) player 110, an audio/video
receiver 115, a television 120, a personal media player 125,
speakers 122, a microphone 123, and/or a video camera 124.
The programmable multimedia controller may also be con-
nected to telephony devices such as a telephone network 130
and telephone handsets 132. The telephone network 130 may
be a publicly switched telephone network (PSTN), an Inte-
grated Services Digital Network (ISDN) or other communi-
cations network.

In addition, the programmable multimedia controller may
intercommunicate with variety of light and/or home automa-
tion systems 135. These devices may operate via the X10
protocol developed by Pico Electronics, the INSTEON™
protocol developed by SmartHome, Inc, the CEBus standard
managed by the CEBus Industry Council, or another well
known home automation or control protocol. Similarly the
controller may be connected to motor and/or relay operated
devices 137 that may include, for example, a heating, venti-
lation and air conditioning system (HVAC) system, an irriga-
tion system, an automatic shade or blind system, an electronic
door lock, or other types of devices.

A computer network, such as the Internet 140, is connected
to the multimedia controller. In addition, a personal computer
(PC) 145, video game systems 150, home recording equip-
ment 165 or other devices may also be connected. Further,
one or more remote control units 170 may be provided to
manage the controller’s functionality, and/or to control
devices connected to the controller. Such remote control units
may be interconnected to the controller via a wired network
connection, an infra-red link, a radio-frequency link, a Blue-
tooth™ link, a ZigBee™ link or another appropriate data
connection. Examples of such remote control units include a
touchscreen remote control 112, a simple remote control 114,
which may be electromechanical, and an MP3 player or other
device 116.

FIG. 2 is a schematic block diagram showing a high-level
hardware architecture of the programmable multimedia con-
troller. The various components shown may be arranged on a
“motherboard” of the controller, or on a plurality of cards
interconnected by a backplane (not shown). A microcontrol-
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ler 210 manages the general operation of the system. In the
illustrative embodiment, the microcontroller is a 32-bit model
MCF5234 microcontroller available from Freescale Semi-
conductor Inc. As an alternative, a general purpose computer
may be used instead of microcontroller 210. The microcon-
troller 210 is coupled to an audio switch 215 and a video
switch 220 via a bus 218. The audio switch 215 and the video
switch 220 are preferably crosspoint switches capable of
switching a number of connections simultaneously. However
many other types of switches capable of switching digital
signals could be employed, for example Time Division Mul-
tiplexing (TDM) switches.

A mid plane 235 interconnects the switches and other
devices to a variety of input and output modules such as, for
example, Digital Video Input Modules with HDMI 600,
Video Output Modules with HDMI 1000, Digital Audio Input
Modules 400, and Digital Audio Output Modules 900. The
mid plane 235 is further coupled to an Ethernet switch 230
that permits switching of 10 BaseT, 100 BaseT or Gigabyte
Ethernet signals. The Ethernet switch 230 interconnects Eth-
ernet ports 232 and a processing subsystem 240 to the micro-
controller 210. In one embodiment, the processing subsystem
240 includes a plurality of small form factor general purpose
personal computers that provide redundant operation and/or
load balancing. In some embodiments, the processing sub-
system 240 may include one or more storage devices, external
to the personal computers, to provide expanded storage
capacity, for example, to store digital media.

Also, a number of Universal Serial Bus (USB) ports 242
are interconnected to a USB hub 243 for interconnection to
the processing subsystem 240. A memory card interface 225
may also be connected to the USB hub 243. The interface
accepts one or more well known memory card formats, for
example CompactFlash™ cards, Memory Stick™ cards,
Secure Digital™ (SD) cards, or other formats. A USB switch
244 is employed to switch USB links among the multiple
processing components that may be present. In a similar
manner, a number of IEEE 1394 (FireWire™) ports 246 are
interconnected to an IEEE 1394 hub 247 and to an IEEE 1394
switch 248.

The microcontroller 210 is further connected to a Serial
Peripheral Interface (SPI) and Inter-Integrated Circuit (12C)
distribution circuit 250, which provides a serial communica-
tion interface to relatively low data transfer rate devices. The
SPI/IC controller 250 is connected to the mid-plane connec-
tor 235 and thereby provides control commands from the
microcontroller 210 to the modules and other devices in the
programmable multimedia controller 100. Further connec-
tions from SPI/I*C controller 250 are provided to devices
such as a fan controller 251, a temperature sensor 252 and a
power manager circuit 253, which manage the thermal char-
acteristics of the system and prevent overheating.

The microcontroller 210 is also connected to Infra-Red
(IR) interface 260, an RS232 interface 265, and an RF inter-
face 267, that permit interconnection with external devices.
Such interaction permits programmable multimedia control-
ler 100 to control external devices. In addition the interfaces
may receive control signals that control the operation of the
programmable multimedia controller itself. It is expressly
contemplated that various other interfaces, including WI-FI,
Bluetooth™, ZigBee™ and other wired and wireless inter-
faces, may be used with the multimedia controller 100.

In addition, an Auxiliary Audio/Video Port 700 is provided
for interconnecting one or more video game systems, cam-
corders, computers, karaoke machines or other devices. A
telephone interface 270 is provided for connecting to the
PSTN or a private network, and to telephone handsets. Tele-
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phone interface 270 preferably includes FXS and FXO ports
such that programmable multimedia controller 100 may
directly connect with connect with telephone network 130
and conventional 2500 handsets, thereby eftectively provid-
ing plain old telephone service (POTS) as well as acting as a
private branch exchange (PBX).

Further, a device control interface 275 is provided to com-
municate with lighting, home automation, and motor and/or
relay operated devices. As discussed in more detail below, an
expansion port 280 is provided for linking several program-
mable multimedia controllers together to form an expanded
system. Finally, a front panel display 1150 permits presenta-
tion of status, configuration, and/or other information to a
user. In one embodiment the from panel can display video
data originating from any input source connected to the sys-
tem, such that one may preview video content on the display.
In another embodiment the front panel display 1150 includes
a touchscreen, and a user may enter control selections by
selecting icons on the screen.

FIG. 3 shows a touchscreen 302 configured as a virtual
telephone. It should be understood, however, that the services
described below may be fully realized regardless of whether
a touchscreen 302 is used as a virtual phone, a conventional
handset is used with POTS, a television is used with a remote
control, or a cell phone is used with commercially available
equipment to capture dialed digits.

A keypad 304, whose keys are preferably arranged in the
same manner as those of a conventional telephone handset, is
displayed on the touchscreen and is responsive to a user’s
touch. A dialed number display 306 provides visual feedback
to the user of digits as they are entered from keypad 304. A
mute button 308 permits a user to switch between talk and
mute modes. A redial button 310 permits a user to redial the
last number dialed.

A talk button 312 permits a user to initiate an outgoing call
to the telephone number which appears in display 306. A flash
button 314 permits a user to perform a hook flash. An end
button 316 permits a user to end a call. Display 318 represent
a user interface to a smart phonebook incorporated within
programmable multimedia controller 100. A user may scan a
personal phonebook for contacts or may enter digits of a
phone number using keypad 304. As digits are entered, dis-
play 318 is updated with potential matches. Once the correct
entry appears in display 318, the user may simply press that
entry to initiate the call.

A home button 320 permits a user to return to a home
screen within the user interface hierarchy of touchscreen 302.
A back button 322 permits a user to return to a previously
displayed screen within the user interface hierarchy. A button
324 permits a user to change the skin or appearance of the
background and buttons. Such changes may also occur auto-
matically based on remote control enabled location-aware-
ness and user profiles as discussed above. A status icon 326
provides a visual indication of the online status for the asso-
ciated person. For example, if status icon 326 is red in color,
it signifies that the associated person is not online. Con-
versely, if the status icon 326 is green, it signifies that the
person is online. Also, because a given person may have
multiple online “presences”, status icon 326 may be used to
indicate whether any of the presences is available.

In general, the software necessary to generate the display
on touchscreen 302 and underlying functionality may be cre-
ated using Photoshop® in conjunction with the programming
environment described in the above-referenced copending
application entitled “Programmable Multimedia Controller
With Programmable Services,” filed Dec. 20, 2005, Ser. No.
11/314,112. Further, remote controls which enable location-
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awareness and user profile awareness allow a range of user
experiences. For example, by knowing, through the user’s use
of a remote control, in which zone (room) a particular user
was located, programmable multimedia controller 100 would
know to use the television in that room for video calls or other
information to be displayed, would know to display at display
318 the phonebook for that user and would know applicable
settings or preferences for processing outgoing or incoming
calls. FIG. 4 shows the major functional steps which may be
performed when multimedia controller 100 is used to place a
telephone call. At step 402, a user enters digits using a con-
ventional telephone handset 132 (FIG. 1), a touchscreen 112
or 1150 which is configured as a virtual telephone or another
appropriately enabled device. Multimedia controller 100 or,
alternatively, a general purpose computer collects the entered
digits and, at step 404, performs a lookup of the telephone
number in a user’s phonebook which is stored within control-
ler 100. Based on a profile or settings which the user has
previously entered into the phonebook for the dialed number,
at step 406 the user is prompted (e.g., by appropriate display
on touchscreen 112) to select a type of call. Depending upon
the user’s equipment as well as that of the party being called,
a user may select a voice call (two party), a conference call
(three or more parties), a video call (two party), a video
conference (three or more parties), an iChat® call, an AOL
Instant Messenger with video, text messaging or other type.

At step 408, in response to the user’s selection or, alterna-
tively, in accordance with a default call type, multimedia
controller 100 sets up the outgoing call. At step 410, as the
outgoing call is placed, multimedia controller 100 references
previously entered user preferences or a profile to change its
operating state. Examples of possible changes in the operat-
ing state are automatically turning down or muting the vol-
ume of any music or other audio which is playing; pausing
any CD, DVD or other media which is playing; and display-
ing the phonebook entry or related information for the party
who is being called.

FIG. 5 shows the major functional steps which may be
performed when multimedia controller 100 is used to receive
a telephone call. At step 502, controller 100 collects digits of
an incoming call. At step 504, controller 100 performs a
lookup of the calling party’s telephone number with the
phonebook stored within controller 100. At step 506, based
on the results of the lookup or a default, controller 100
announces the incoming call. This announcement may be
performed in any of several ways including audio (e.g., play-
ing a user-selectable ring tone on a POTS telephone handset
if the user prefers it or if no video display is turned on), video
(e.g., displaying a user-selectable photo of the calling party),
a banner (e.g., a caller ID, text message or similar notice is
displayed on touchscreen 112 or another display, the choice
and appearance of which may be automatically set based on
location-awareness and user profiles as discussed above) or a
preprogrammed or user-selected combination of the forego-
ing. As described in detail in co-ending application Ser. No.
11/314,112, programmable multimedia controller 100 is
capable of displaying text or graphics overlaid on another
video signal (e.g., broadcast or cable TV program, satellite
program, DVD or other signal) which is being displayed on
touchscreen 112, television 120 or other display which is
interfaced with controller 100.

At step 508, if the user answers the incoming call, control-
ler 100 processes the call according a profile or settings in the
phonebook. Thus, the incoming call may be processed using
any of the call types discussed above in connection with FIG.
4. Alternatively, at step 510, if there is no answer, the incom-
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ing call may be directed to voicemail, a virtual answering
machine, forwarded or otherwise processed based on the
user’s profile or settings.

FIG. 6 shows a touchscreen 602 configured as a virtual
telephone with a video call in progress. Dialed number dis-
play 604 shows the telephone number of the current call. A
video window 606 displays a video signal which is being
received from the other party to the call. In the case of a video
conference, touchscreen 602 may be used to display multiple
video windows simultaneously.

Referring again to FIG. 1, in an alternative embodiment,
instead of using a touchscreen remote control 112, a user may
wish to use a television 120 as the display for a virtual tele-
phone which functions in the manner described above. In the
absence of a touchscreen, user control may be provided by
either a simple remote control 114 which communicates with
multimedia controller 100 by way of IR or RF. Remote con-
trol 114 in conjunction with television 120 and an appropriate
on screen display may be used to dial digits when making a
call, enter text without the need for a keyboard or to perform
any other necessary actions in connection with telephony
services. As shown in FIG. 7, a television 120 (FIG. 1) has a
screen 700 showing a dialed number display 702. Instead of a
traditional telephone keypad, a circular dialing pad 704 is
displayed. Display 706 is a user interface to a smart phone-
book similar to that described above in connection with FIG.
3.

Circular dialing pad 704 is well adapted for use with a
wireless scroll-ring type user remote control. Alternatively,
user control may also be provided by way of an MP3 player or
other device 116 which is capable of transmitting DTMF
tones to programmable multimedia controller 100.

In accordance with another alternative embodiment, user
control of a virtual telephone may be provided by way of a
conventional telephone handset. As shown in FIG. 8, a tele-
vision 120 has a screen 800 showing a dialed number display
802. A simulated telephone keypad 804 is also displayed on
screen 800. Display 806 is a user interface to a smart phone-
book similar to that described above in connection with FIG.
3.

The embodiment of FIG. 8 may be advantageously used in
connection with a traditional telephone handset 132 (FIG. 1)
which is connected to programmable multimedia controller
100. For example, when a user lifts the handset ofthook,
multimedia controller 100 responsively causes screen 800 to
display keypad 804. If desired, an interactive voice response
(IVR) service may be implemented in which user prompts are
delivered by a speech synthesizer and user responses are
interpreted by a speech recognizer, both capabilities being
available within Mac OS X as well as from other commercial
sources.

As a user enters DTMF digits, they are collected by mul-
timedia controller 100 and displayed in dialed number dis-
play 802. Once a call is setup, regardless of whether it is
completed using a traditional telephony signaling protocol,
voice over IP (VoIP), iChat or video, the user simply uses
handset 132 to speak with the other party. In the case of video
calls or conferences, a video image may be captured by a
separate video camera 124 or, alternatively, by a video camera
which is built into television 120. In this fashion, a user may
fully use and enjoy a wide range of advanced telephony
features and functions provided by multimedia controller 100
without having to learn complex technology, arcane com-
mands or abstract computer concepts.

The foregoing description has been directed to particular
embodiments of this disclosure. It will be apparent, however,
that other variations and modifications may be made to the
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described embodiments, with the attainment of some or all of
their advantages. Additionally, the procedures or processes
described above may be implemented in hardware, software,
embodied as a computer-readable medium having program
instructions, firmware, or a combination thereof. Therefore, it
is the object of the appended claims to cover all such varia-
tions and modifications as come within the true spirit and
scope of the invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A system comprising:

a programmable multimedia controller configured to con-
trol a plurality of electronic devices, the plurality of
electronic devices including a plurality of display
devices;

a remote control configured to communicate with the pro-
grammable multimedia controller;

an on screen display configured to be displayed on a
selected one of the plurality of display devices, the on
screen display to enable the selected one of the plurality
of display devices to function as part of a virtual tele-
phone that is user-operable to initiate outgoing tele-
phone calls and to answer incoming telephone calls, and
when an outgoing telephone call or incoming telephone
call is in progress to show text or graphics related to the
outgoing telephone call or the incoming telephone call,

wherein the programmable multimedia controller is con-
figured to select the selected one of the plurality of
display devices based on a location of the remote con-
trol, the selected one of the plurality of display devices to
be a display device in a zone in which the remote control
is located, and to cause the on screen display to be
overlaid on another video signal which is already being
displayed on the selected one of the plurality of display
devices.

2. The system of claim 1, wherein the another video signal

is a broadcast, cable or satellite television (TV) program.

3. The system of claim 1, wherein the on screen display
includes a banner including a notice regarding the outgoing
telephone call or incoming telephone call, the notice includ-
ing at least one of a phonebook entry for a called party or
caller identity (ID) information for a calling party.

4. The system of claim 1, wherein the selected one of the
plurality of display devices is a television within in the zone in
which the remote control is located.

5. The system of claim 1, wherein the remote control is an
electromechanical remote control that communicates with
the programmable multimedia controller using, at least in
part, infra red (IR) or radio frequency (RF) communication
and is separate from the selected one of the plurality of dis-
play devices, and the programmable multimedia controller is
configured to cause the on screen display to be responsive to
input entered on the electromechanical remote control.

6. The system of claim 1, wherein the remote control is a
touch screen remote control.

7. The system of claim 1, wherein the remote control is a
plain old telephone service (POTS) telephone handset sepa-
rate from the selected one of the plurality of display devices,
and the programmable multimedia controller is configured to
cause the on screen display to be responsive to input entered
on the POTS telephone handset.

8. The system of claim 1, wherein the outgoing telephone
call or the incoming telephone call is an incoming telephone
call, and the text or graphics include an announcement
announcing the incoming telephone call.
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9. The system of claim 1, wherein the outgoing telephone
call or the incoming telephone call is an incoming telephone
call that has a call type of voice, voice conference, video, or
video conference, and

wherein the call type is based at least in part on a called

party.

10. A method comprising:

using a programmable multimedia controller to control a
plurality of electronic devices, the plurality of electronic
devices including a plurality of display devices;

determining a zone in which a remote control associated
with the programmable multimedia controller is
located;
generating an on screen display, the on screen display
capable of being displayed on any of the plurality of
display devices, the on screen display to enable a display
device to function as part of a virtual telephone that is
user-operable to initiate outgoing telephone calls and to
answer incoming telephone calls, and when an outgoing
telephone call or incoming telephone call is in progress
to show text or graphics related to the outgoing tele-
phone call or the incoming telephone call; and

causing, by the programmable multimedia controller, the
on screen display to be displayed on a selected one of the
plurality of video display devices, wherein the selected
one of the plurality of display devices is selected based
on a zone in which the remote control is located.

11. The method of claim 10, wherein the selected one of the
plurality of video display devices is a television located
within the zone in which the remote control is located.

12. The method of claim 10, wherein the remote control is
an electromechanical remote control separate from the
selected one of the plurality of video display devices, and the
on screen display is responsive to input entered on the elec-
tromechanical remote control.

13. The method of claim 10, wherein the remote control is
aplain old telephone service (POTS) telephone handset sepa-
rate from the selected one of the plurality of video display
devices, and the on screen display is responsive to input
entered on the electromechanical remote control.

14. The method of claim 10, wherein the causing further
comprises:

overlaying the on screen display on another video signal

which is already being displayed on the selected one of
the plurality of display devices.
15. The method of claim 14, wherein the another video
signal is a broadcast, cable or satellite television (TV) pro-
gram.
16. The method of claim 10, wherein the outgoing tele-
phone call or the incoming telephone call is an incoming
telephone call, and the text or graphics comprise an
announcement related to the incoming telephone call.
17. A method for providing telephony services comprising:
using a programmable multimedia controller to control a
plurality of electronic devices, the plurality of electronic
devices including a plurality of display devices;

determining a zone in which a remote control configured to
communicate with the programmable multimedia con-
troller is located;

select one of the plurality of display devices that is in the

zone in which the remote control is located;

providing a user interface that functions as a virtual tele-

phone and that is user-operable to initiate outgoing tele-
phone calls and to answer incoming telephone calls, an
on screen display of the user interface displayed on the
selected one of the display devices;
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in response to a user initiating an outgoing telephone call,
comparing a number of a called party for the outgoing
call with one or more previously stored numbers;

when the number matches a previously stored number,
processing the outgoing telephone call based upon a
profile associated with the matching stored number; and

changing one or more operating states of the program-
mable multimedia controller based on the profile asso-
ciated with the matching stored number, the operating
states of the programmable multimedia controller to
adjust atleast one other signal to avoid disturbance of the
call.

18. The method of claim 17, wherein the at least one other
signal includes an audio signal and the adjusting is muting the
audio signal.

19. The method of claim 17, wherein the on screen display
includes a banner including a notice regarding the outgoing
telephone call or incoming telephone call, the notice includ-
ing at least one of a phonebook entry for a called party or
caller identity (ID) information for a calling party.

20. The method of claim 17, further comprising:

overlaying the on screen display on another video signal
which is already being displayed on the selected one of
the plurality of display devices, wherein the another
video signal is a broadcast, cable or satellite television
(TV) program.

21. A system comprising:

a programmable multimedia controller configured to con-
trol a plurality of electronic devices, the plurality of
electronic devices including a plurality of display
devices;

a remote control configured to communicate with the pro-
grammable multimedia controller, the remote control
separate from the plurality of display devices;

an on screen display configured to be displayed on a
selected one of the plurality of display devices, the on
screen display to enable the selected one of the plurality
of display devices to function as part of a virtual tele-
phone that is user-operable to initiate outgoing tele-
phone calls and to answer incoming telephone calls, and
when an outgoing telephone call or incoming telephone
call is in progress to show text or graphics related to the
outgoing telephone call or the incoming telephone call,

wherein the programmable multimedia controller is con-
figured to select the selected one of the plurality of
display devices based on a location of the remote con-
trol, the selected one of the plurality of display devices to
be a display device in a zone in which the remote control
is located, and to cause the on screen display to be
displayed on the selected one of the plurality of video
display devices.

22. The system of claim 21, wherein the on screen display
includes a banner including a notice regarding the outgoing
telephone call or incoming telephone call, the notice includ-
ing at least one of a phonebook entry for a called party or
caller identity (ID) information for a calling party.

23. The system of claim 21, wherein the selected one of the
plurality of display devices is a television within in the zone in
which the remote control is located.

24. The system of claim 21, wherein the outgoing tele-
phone call or the incoming telephone call is an incoming
telephone call, and the text or graphics include an announce-
ment announcing the incoming telephone call.
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